Comparing the interpretation of text message punctuation by native and non-native English speakers by Shaw, Rebecca
  
 
 
 
COMPARING THE INTERPRETATION OF TEXT MESSAGE PUNCTUATION BY 
NATIVE AND NON-NATIVE ENGLISH SPEAKERS 
 
 
 
 
 
 
BY 
 
REBECCA SHAW SULLIVAN 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THESIS 
 
Submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements 
for the degree of Master of Arts in Teaching of English as a Second Language 
in the Graduate College of the  
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, 2019 
 
 
 
Urbana, Illinois 
 
 
 
Advisers: 
  
 Professor Randall Sadler, Co-Chair 
 Professor Xun Yan, Co-Chair 
  
ii 
 
ABSTRACT 
 The growing popularity of text messaging as a method for communicating in personal 
and professional settings raises questions about the ways different language groups perceive and 
produce various features of text messages. The current literature has indicated the sociolinguistic 
(Baron & Ling 2011), pragmatic (Gunraj et al. 2015, Houghton et al. 2017), and intonational 
(Condon & Cech 2010) significance of punctuation in text messages. The present study aims to 
take a closer look at the influences of punctuation in the ways native and non-native English 
speakers interpret text messages.  
This project employs a mixed-methods design to investigate the ways native English 
speakers and L2 English learners perceive punctuation in text messages. The data set includes 
responses from a survey, which led participants to rate and describe a series of text messages, 
and from follow-up interviews, which allowed participants to explain their survey responses 
further. Qualitative and quantitative analysis of the data indicate that, broadly speaking, native 
speakers and L2 learners vary in their perception of punctuation in text messages, and this 
variation can lead to miscommunication between texters of the two groups. These findings have 
valuable implications, in terms of pragmatics and second language pedagogy.  
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To my parents, for supporting me and for underestimating the importance of a period at the end 
of a one-word text message  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 As text messaging becomes more common across the globe, language teachers and 
researchers have begun taking an interest in the ways texting can impact student learning. 
Though the literature surrounding texting has grown significantly in the past ten years, one area 
of text messaging that has not been extensively studied is the texting habits on non-native 
English speakers. The present study analyzes the ways native and non-native English speakers 
interpret punctuation in text messages. 
 These days, stories are often told about a text message that did not properly convey the 
texter’s true intentions. Sometimes these miscommunications occur when sarcasm does not 
translate through the screen; sometimes they are the result of poor word choice; and sometimes 
they stem from an abnormal punctuation choice. For instance, most young native English 
speakers see a noteworthy difference between a text reading “ok.” with a period and a text 
reading “ok” without a period. 
 Text messaging attempts to represent conversational language in a written mode, perhaps 
to a more extreme extent than any previous form of written language. As it has grown in 
popularity, texting communities have established norms for etiquette in terms of word choice and 
punctuation. However, as with many aspects of both written and spoken language, etiquette is 
not universal amongst different language communities. Texters of varying age, gender, and first 
language may have different expectations for a person who sends them a text message. This 
study investigates the differing interpretations of punctuation for two main language 
communities: native English speakers and L2 English learners. 
 Where there are pragmatic differences, miscommunication is bound to occur. Linguists 
often discuss strategies for negation of meaning: how interlocutors recover after 
2 
 
miscommunication has occurred and reach a consensus on a message’s interpretation. Though 
many studies have looked at negotiation of meaning for spoken language, few consider 
negotiating meaning through written mediums, especially texting. The interview portion of the 
present study presents information from native and non-native English speakers regarding 
strategies they use to negotiate for meaning when miscommunication occurs in text messages. 
Various studies have also indicated the value of text messaging as a language learning 
aide for native and non-native speakers of English (Garratt 2012, Haggan 2010). It is worth 
noting, however, that these studies tend to focus on text messaging as a means to help students 
gain confidence in other areas of English communication (e.g. writing or informal conversation). 
Though this it not without its merit, text messaging seems to have become such a popular 
conversation medium that students may benefit from explicit instruction regarding how to text 
effectively in English (in the same way that there are often lessons on how to send an email in 
English, for instance). This study ends by listing some suggestions for incorporating the medium 
of texting into the ESL classroom. 
In short, the data for this study was collected from two main phases. The first phase was a 
survey, wherein participants of varying ages, genders, and native languages rated a series of text 
messages in terms of how positive or negative they felt the sender seemed. The survey also 
contained an open-ended portion that allowed participants to freely describe the intonation of a 
series of sample texts. In the second phase, I interviewed 25 participants who agreed to 
participate in extra data collection. These interviews provided qualitative data to support the 
quantitative survey findings; also, interview participants were directly asked how they negotiated 
for meaning when miscommunication occurred in text messages. 
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This thesis consists of three main sections: a literature review, a more in-depth 
explanation of the methodology, and a combined results/discussion section. In these sections I 
explain how the present study relates to the existing literature, justify the particular methodology 
used, and present and analyze the results from the two portions of the study. I feel that the 
information gathered in this thesis will prove useful for ESL instructors, L2 English learners, and 
even native English speakers who simply find the trends interesting.  
Ultimately, the goal of this study is to bring these groups together and facilitate 
communication in the less-studied medium of texting. By no means am I suggesting that there is 
a “correct” or “incorrect” way to punctuate a text message. On the contrary, I hope the 
information presented in this thesis will open the eyes of texters everywhere to recognize how 
and why someone might text differently from them. Recognition, in this case, is the first step to 
understanding, and understanding, in turn, leads to more effective communication. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
 This literature review looks at the existing research surrounding the topics of text-based 
communication, including the history of text-based communication, the effects of texting on 
academic English, features of modern texting language, and pragmatic implications of certain 
features of texting language. The literature review also presents a variety of methodologies that 
have been used to investigate texting language in the past, many of which inspired the 
methodology for this experiment. 
A Brief History of Written Language 
 Though text messaging is a relatively new medium, it is important to delve into the roots 
of typed and written language, in order to understand how texting compares to other forms of 
written word. Written language began causing confusion and controversy long before the 
creation of text messaging, instant messaging, or even letter-writing. In fact, the first forms of 
written language in ancient Greece and Rome were almost always read aloud by an official, due 
to a lack of mass literacy and limited access to means for writing, such as papyrus (Baron 2000, 
p. 28). In early England, legal transactions and wills were rarely written; rather, the two parties 
reached an oral agreement to strengthen validity and ensure proper understanding between 
everyone involved (Baron 2000, p. 32). Even the first libraries did not hold today’s standard of 
silent reading. Medieval French and English libraries loaned out books “to be read orally either 
to yourself or a small group” (Baron 2000, p. 34). It wasn’t until 1412 that libraries began 
encouraging silent reading, most likely due to the growth of silent reading in university settings. 
 As literacy grew more common and books grew more accessible, some scholars began 
criticizing widespread, silent reading. Quintilian, for instance, felt that the “movement of the 
tongue and mouth were part of the oratorical composition,” suggesting that some of the author’s 
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meaning may get lost if they write without speaking first (Baron 2000). Johannes Trithemius 
argued against the printing press, citing the durability of parchment, the fact that printed books 
are not automatically accessible, and the accuracy of a scribe (Baron 2000, p. 44). In other 
words, he felt that printing books led to typos and miscommunications that could be avoided by 
having an author’s words read aloud, then transcribed. Accessible print literature also became 
associated with the middle class, causing a stigmatized view amongst upper-class writers (Baron 
2000, p. 45). 
 Even before the invention of the printing press, the trend of letter writing was on the rise. 
Personal letter-writing seems especially similar to the text-message style of correspondence that 
is popular today, as writing style varies amongst senders and aims to express “on paper exactly 
what one would say to the same person by word of mouth” (Johnson 1927, as cited in Baron 
2000 p. 78). As more people learned to read and write, the demand for standardization became 
higher. Over time, the grammar, spelling, and punctuation of written English became 
standardized. These standards facilitated (but did not ensure) proper interpretation of written 
words, in terms of pronunciation, intonation, and overall meaning. 
 Over time, however, writing came to mirror not only formal speech, but informal speech 
as well. Baron (2000) compares traditional written language to the language used in email, 
noting that email is less formal, “helps develop a level conversational playing field,” and 
“encourages personal disclosure” (p. 249). She notes that email contains speech-like lexicon, 
syntax, and style (p. 251). It appears that email, like letter-writing, aims to represent a genuine 
spoken conversation between two people. Baron likens the emergence of a new written dialect to 
piginization or creolization, noting that it emerged abruptly, was caused by “new social 
circumstances,” and uses lexicon and syntax from written and spoken language (p. 257). 
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Texting Language Today 
 Since the rise of email, web-based communication has only evolved further. In his book 
Language and the Internet, David Crystal (2001) examines what he refers to as Netspeak, in 
relation to email, virtual worlds, the World Wide Web, and chatrooms (a much closer relative of 
texting language). He notes some trends that add meaning to chat conversations: repeated letters 
and punctuation marks indicate exaggeration, all caps represents yelling, and asterisks can put 
emphasis on a specific word (p. 34-35). Crystal also lists a series of emoticons, which carry their 
own semantic or sociolinguistic meaning. For instance, adding a smiley face to a sentence that 
indicates anger often makes the speaker seem more upset, rather than softening the blow (e.g. 
“that’s a pain :)))))”) (p. 38).  
 Another important aspect of Netspeak that Crystal addresses is identity. He notes that, 
while many chatroom users view Netspeak as a way to identify with other people on the internet, 
it can also vary greatly, allowing users to have their own Netspeak idiolects. Some people use 
more emoticons, some use abbreviations like lol, others omit punctuation, and still others do 
none of the above. 
 Since certain aspects of Netspeak can carry certain connotations, it is also important to 
discuss the pragmatic aspects of texting. These pragmatic features can include the differences 
between male and female texting habits (Baron and Ling), standards of politeness when texting 
(e.g. ending a sentence with a period can seem abrupt and rude) (Houghton 2018), and methods 
of indicating intonation (Condon and Cech 2010). If these rules are broken, even accidentally, a 
message may be misinterpreted and upset the recipient. 
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Texting Misconceptions 
 One common idea in popular media suggests that texting puts at risk children’s ability to 
understand and produce proper grammar, although these claims are backed by little to no 
scientifically sound data (Axtman 2002, Cingel 2012). These people who passionately argue 
against text messaging, fearing that the accuracy or prestige of language may be lost to a new 
medium, are reminiscent of those in the first century who opposed written language, and those in 
the fifteenth century who opposed the printing press. 
 Linguists, however, have shown time and again that texting has not done much (or any) 
harm to English grammar (Tagliamonte, Wood). Tagliamonte and Denis (2008), for instance, 
compiled a corpus of text messages from over 100 teenagers spanning three years and analyzed 
them for linguistic forms “stereotypically associated with IM,” such as lol, btw, haha, and gtg (p. 
11). They found not only that each of these forms comprised less than 1% of total words in the 
corpus (haha being the exception at 1.47%), but also that abbreviations tended to be less 
common than representations of speech, such as hehe and hmm. They also reached the 
conclusion that using u in place of you and i in place of I is more of an “individual’s stylistic 
choice,” rather than a trend across all texting teens (p. 14). Even the quotative “be like” (as in 
He’s like “come on come on”) appeared less frequently in texts than in spoken language, while 
“said” appeared more frequently (p. 20). The study also found that the distribution of first, 
second, and third person pronouns seen in the corpus more closely reflected spoken language (as 
opposed to written language), further indicating that texting tends to represent a spoken 
conversation. 
 In a similar study, Wood et al. (2013) gave adult and child participants a series of 
grammar and spelling tests and then obtained each participant’s text messages from the previous 
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two days. The researchers analyzed the texts for “the number and nature of grammatical 
violations” (p. 285). Among primary and secondary school children, there was no significant 
correlation between grammatical errors in texts and performance on the language tests. Among 
adult participants, increased punctuation and capitalization errors in texts tended to correlate with 
poorer scores on the orthographic aspects of the language tests. However, Wood et al. note that 
these errors also correlated with a lower IQ score, so it is unclear whether or not the texting 
errors and test scores are truly related. The findings of both Wood and Tagliamonte suggest that 
text messaging may not be causing the downfall of English grammar, as feared by the 
aforementioned prescriptivists. In fact, as Tagliamonte and Denis imply, the majority of these 
grammatical and lexical changes may have their roots in spoken language. 
 Some studies have shown that text messaging may even improve student grammar. A 
study from van Dijk et al. (2016) focused on “whether textese [texting language] influences 
children’s grammatical performance in spoken language” (p. 5). In addition to general textese, 
they also tested for the omission of words in text messages (e.g. Start to wonder whether am 
really good friend). They gave 55 fifth and sixth graders tests to evaluate their knowledge of 
textese. First, the researchers gave each participant a phone containing a text message that 
utilized textese and asked each participant to type a response. The children also completed tests 
of various aspects of language, including vocabulary and sentence repetition (allowing for 
synonyms and restructuring syntax). Though Van Dijk et al. discovered that “children’s textism 
ratio correlated positively with their performance” on the vocabulary and grammar tests, this 
trend was not statistically significant (p. 16). Omissions, however, proved to be a good predictor 
of positive grammar performance. In other words, “the more words children omitted in their text 
messages, the better their [spoken] grammar performance” (p. 16). This especially makes sense 
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when one considers that texting language is meant to mirror spoken, rather than written, 
language. 
Features of Texting Language 
 Though the bulk of texting-centered studies seem to focus on whether or not this new 
medium influences children’s and teens’ grammar, some studies take a more descriptive 
approach. Corpus studies (Tagg, Haas, Tagliamonte) have significantly broadened our 
understanding of how teens and young adults text. Since text conversations are almost always 
private, it can be hard for linguists to obtain large numbers of text messages to form fully flesh-
out corpora. That being said, the CorTxt corpus, gathered by Caroline Tagg (2009) and 
containing over 11,000 words, is one of the most noteworthy corpora of text messages to date. In 
her thorough analysis of the corpus, Tagg notes a series of noticeable features common in texting 
language: intentional misspellings, abbreviations, shortened words (til in place of until), 
omission of articles, and more help texters express their own sense of “self-representation” or 
identity (p. 117). The 32,000-word corpus collected by Haas et al. (2011) found similar features 
amongst its participants’ texts, including non-conventional punctuation, emoticons, numbers for 
words, and slang. 
Another very notable descriptive study regarding texts is that of Baron and Ling (2011). 
In their article Necessary Smileys & Useless Periods, they analyzed the use of punctuation 
(including emoticons) and what sociolinguistic implications it has for adolescent males and 
females. By asking participants a series of questions related to gender and texting, they 
discovered some trends amongst teen girls and boys. For instance, the girls noted that they tend 
to use haha, LOL, or a smiley face to one-word text messages “because if you send one word 
answers that’s kind of mean” (p. 53). Boys, however, noted that “those short things, like smiley 
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faces” and LOL are more typical in female texting. This added politeness marker is reminiscent 
of Robin Lakoff’s theory that women use more polite forms in spoken language (Lakoff 1989, p. 
64-73). 
In the same study, Baron and Ling discovered that, in a texting corpus from 22 female 
students, 61% of sentences contained no punctuation, and periods were rarer than question 
marks. Though these participants were older and all female, some noteworthy trends still arose. 
Periods and ellipses were more common when a text contained more than one sentence (e.g. I’m 
here till Sunday. I can come by whenever) (p. 58). These “transmission-internal end-marks” 
appeared in 54% of end-mark sentences, while transmission-final end-marks were significantly 
less common at 29% (p. 59). This may be related to the aforementioned finding that periods can 
seem rude, although Baron and Ling did not present any data explicitly discussing the 
sociolinguistic implications of periods in longer text messages. (Because of these differences, it 
is important to consider gender in the present study as well.) 
Two similar studies (Gunraj et al. 2015, Houghton et al. 2017) have expanded upon 
Baron’s and Ling’s findings by exploring the pragmatic features of punctuation, specifically 
looking at periods. In both experiments, the researchers showed participants a series of text 
exchanges, each of which included a question and one of two response variations (one variation 
including a period and one without). Participants then responded to corresponding Likert scale 
questions (e.g. How sincere do you think Staci is?) (Gunraj p. 1070). Overall, both studies 
concluded that periods can be seen as “negative” (Houghton p. 115) or “less sincere” (Gunraj p. 
1069). 
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A 2010 study by Condon and Cech noted two ways that texters indicated punctuation: 
question marks and ellipses. They provide an especially interesting example wherein two texters 
utilize question marks to indicate “question intonation” even when not asking a question: 
P1: who’s going to win? 
Mariah? 
P2: yeah probably 
P1: alright Mariah wins what song? 
P2: uh Fantasy or whatever? 
In this example, P2 is answering to P1’s question, but because P2 wants to indicate a lack of 
certainty, they employ a question mark at the end of their message. This phenomenon has not 
been studied in-depth, but a Tumblr post expressing a similar idea gained traction in 2017: 
pervocracy: Part of the New Internet Grammar: using question marks not to denote 
questions, but upturns in voice, so that a tentative statement gets a question mark but a 
flatly delivered question doesn’t. 
argumate: why would you do this 
pervocracy: It just seems right? 
Again, we see the use of a question mark to indicate uncertainty in a suggestion. Furthermore, 
Tumblr user argumate omits a question mark for their “flatly delivered question.” 
Another aspect of texting language that has received some attention on the Internet is 
young people’s use of ellipses (or lack thereof). A 2018 tweet reads:  
Why do older adults use “...” in the weirdest places... 
Me: Ok cool! Looking forward to it.  
Them: Sounds good... 
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Does it not sound good? I’m so confused. 
This Tweet, amongst many others, demonstrates the disconnect between young and older texters 
in terms of how they use ellipses. Tumblr user feynites (2017) describes this use of ellipses as 
“sarcastic” and “passive-aggressive.” This contrasts the findings of the Condon and Cech (2010) 
study, which suggests that ellipses simply represent pauses. It is important to note that this study 
focused on college-aged students in 2010—perhaps the implications of ellipses have evolved in 
the past eight years, especially for younger texters. This makes age another important factor to 
consider for the present study. 
One aspect of text messaging that has not received much attention is how non-native 
speakers of English text. Though his study does not delve into specific features of NNS texting 
language, Garratt (2012) has researched NNS “affective experiences and perceptions” of 
messaging with other NNS around the world by focusing on eight specific NNS. By observing 
participants’ chat sessions on Livemocha, an online language-learning community, and 
interviewing each participant before and after the four-week study, Garratt concluded that text 
messaging decreased anxiety amongst students, “increased confidence in [student] ability to 
write non-academic English,” and for some students, created a sense of identity and “ownership 
of English” (p. 123). This demonstrates that text messaging can be of great value inside the 
language classroom, rather than simply serving as an extracurricular means for students to 
interact with English speakers. 
In sum, the existing literature provides teachers and researchers with a great deal of 
information. First, we can see that texting language, unlike more traditional forms of written 
language, is often intended to mirror speech directly. Past researchers have also amalgamated a 
series of common texting features, including emoticons, abbreviated language, unconventional or 
13 
 
missing punctuation, intentional misspellings, and slang. Other studies have shown that, though 
these features are not considered “correct” in academic written language, adults and children 
who employ these features when texting rarely show negative effects in grammatical 
performance. Finally, Garratt’s (2012) study shows the value of text messaging for NNS as they 
develop a sense of identity in the target language. This provides a serious justification for 
researching NNS texting language, since Norton Peirce’s (1995) theory of the importance of 
social identity in the L2 classroom has greatly impacted the field of ESL in relatively recent 
years. 
Though the literature provides a tremendous amount of insight into the ways native 
English speakers text, little research has been done to compare NS and NNS texting habits. 
Furthermore, much of the literature is nearly ten or more years old, and considering the rapid 
evolution of the text messaging dialect, it is important to continuously provide up-to-date 
research surrounding native speaker and non-native speaker texting language. The present study 
adds an updated, NNS-focused perspective to the existing literature surrounding text messaging. 
 Focusing on four major features of punctuation in text messaging addressed in the 
existing literature (periods, ellipses, exclamation marks, and question marks), this study 
addressed the following questions: 
1. How do native and non-native English speakers perceive and use punctuation in terms of 
pragmatic meaning in text messages? Are there significant differences between these 
interpretations? 
2. If NSs and NNSs do interpret texts differently, is there potential for miscommunication 
via text? 
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3. In the case of miscommunication, how do native and non-native speakers go about 
resolving misunderstanding?  
The four punctuation marks this study focused on carry not only orthographic 
information, but pragmatic information as well. This was the primary reason for focusing on 
such forms in a society where text messaging is becoming popular in various settings, including 
academic and professional. 
 Based on the current literature, the present study hypothesizes: 
 Non-native English speakers will correctly understand the meaning of the text messages 
presented in the survey, but they will not understand all pragmatic implications in the same way 
that native speakers do. These pragmatic differences can lead to miscommunication from both 
parties. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHOD 
The methods portion of this thesis outlines the design and analysis methods for two main 
modes of data collection: a survey and a series of interviews. The survey was used to gather 
easily quantifiable data, while the interviews served as a way to gather additional information 
regarding why participants selected certain survey options. This study was approved by the 
Office of Protections of Research Subjects at the University of Illinois. The IRB approval letter 
can be found in Appendix A. 
Data Collection Method 
This study utilized a mixed-methods design, incorporating both qualitative and 
quantitative aspects. Specifically, an explanatory sequential design was used, collecting 
quantitative data first via a survey and qualitative data second via a series of interviews. This 
design was chosen because, in the words of Cohen et al., “MMR [mixed methods research] 
enables a more comprehensive and complete understand of phenomena to be obtained than 
single methods approaches” (2018, p. 32). Following the 12 steps recommended by Cohen et al., 
the researcher determined how and where the data collection would “mix,” which data was 
necessary for which phases of research, how to collect the different forms of data, and how to 
analyze and report the findings (2018, p. 48). For this study, the primary focus was the 
quantitative data, and qualitative data was used to supplement and explain the quantitative data. 
Table 1 below displays a simplified version of the methodology creation and execution process. 
Data Collection Phase Function Notes 
Phase 1: Survey Item 
Creation 
Using the CorTxt corpus (Tagg 2009), the 
researcher aimed to create survey items that 
reflected authentic text messages. 
 
Table 1: The five phases of experimental design for this study 
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Data Collection Phase Function Notes 
Phase 2: Focus Group The goal of the focus group was to allow for 
additional insight regarding the 
interpretations of text items by native and 
non-native English speakers. Survey items 
were finalized based on the input of the focus 
group. 
 
Phase 3: Survey 
Creation 
After making some changes based on the 
focus group’s feedback, the survey items 
were added to a Qualtrics survey, along with 
questions that were based on descriptors used 
by the focus group. 
For a full list of 
finalized survey 
items, see Appendix 
B. 
Phase 4: Individual 
Survey Analysis for 
Interviews 
In order to prepare for the interviews, the 
researcher analyzed each interviewee’s 
survey response and constructed specific 
questions to gather more information about 
the respondent’s answers. 
 
Phase 5: Interviews Interviews were conducted in person and via 
Skype and Facebook messenger. Follow-up 
questions were added based on interviewees’ 
responses. 
For a more detailed 
interview protocol, 
see Appendix C. 
Table 1 (cont.) 
Survey 
 The purpose of the survey portion of this research was to provide a quantitative 
comparison of the ways NSs and NNSs interpret punctuation in text messages. After looking into 
a variety of online survey platforms, including SurveyMonkey, Qualtrics, and Google Forms, the 
researcher ultimately decided to use Qualtrics because of its Advanced Question Randomization 
feature. This allowed the researcher to incorporate multiple variations for each survey item all 
within one central survey link. Although each survey item was randomized, the order of items 
was not. 
The survey was modeled after the Likert scale questions employed by Houghton (2017) 
and Gunraj (2015). In the survey, participants were asked to rate how interested, polite, satisfied, 
etc a texter seemed on a scale of 1 to 10. Since question marks, by their nature, are not used in 
the same situations as other punctuation marks, survey items regarding question marks focused 
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on how certain the sample texter seemed or how likely they were to do something (see Figure 3 
below). Like in the Houghton and Gunraj studies, each survey item had 2-4 variations, wherein 
each item varied slightly in terms of punctuation. As shown in Figure 1, one item variation 
presented the grammatically correct version of a text message (e.g. using a period regardless of 
pragmatic meaning), and the other variation(s) presented an incorrect version (e.g. leaving out a 
period or using a question mark where one is not needed). Using Qualtrics’ Advanced Question 
Randomization, additional questions may have appeared depending on how a participant 
answered another question. For instance, in Figure 1, all respondents were asked “How much 
does the recipient want Jeremy to come by?” If a respondent selected 1, 2, or 3, an additional 
question appeared in order to prompt the respondent to discuss which features of the text 
message led them to interpret the text as disinterested. The survey also contained open-ended 
items, which simply asked respondents to describe a texter’s tone (shown in Figure 2). 
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Figure 1. Two sample test items and question(s) that could appear based on a respondent’s 
answers. 
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Figure 2. Sample open-ended survey item 
In order to ensure the authenticity of the sample text conversations, a focus group of NSs 
and NNSs met to discuss and evaluate potential survey items for the experiment. Beforehand, the 
researcher developed a series of sample text conversations meant to represent conversations 
between friends. During the focus group meeting, these sample conversations were presented to 
the group in a Google Slides presentation. These sample texts were based on the CorTxt corpus 
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(Tagg 2009) and public posts on Tumblr and Twitter. The texts were entered into 
iphonefaketext.com, a free website that allows users to create realistic iPhone conversations. 
This added a touch of authenticity to the survey and aimed to help participants truly imagine 
themselves as an actor in the text conversations. 
The focus group was presented with one version of a sample text at a time and freely 
discussed how authentic the text messages seemed, along with their sociolinguistic implications 
(with guidance to focus on punctuation, if needed). After discussing one variation, the group 
moved on to the other variation(s) and discussed whether the meaning changed. For instance, 
regarding the sample texts in Figure 3 below, the group discussed the difference between the 
question mark and period after “I’m probably going in tomorrow.” Since the CorTxt messages 
were almost 10 years old, focus group participants also gave feedback regarding how the text 
messages could be made to seem more authentic and modern. This only led to very small 
changes, such as shortening okay to ok, or including an apostrophe in words like it’s, which is 
more common now due to advances in autocorrect technology.  
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 Figure 3: Two versions of sample texter Deavon, post focus group 
One example of a small modification that occurred after the focus group meeting 
involved sample texter Deavon (shown in Figure 3 above). Deavon’s texts originally said, “I’ll 
let you know.” instead of “I’ll keep you updated”, but the focus group determined that this 
phrase and period usage may have added unwanted negativity to the message. For this example, 
a selection of the discussion is immediately below. 
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Huan (L1 Chinese): I feel it is a little bit formal with the period. I feel that this guy is 
trying to cut off the conversation. It’s like he doesn’t want to discuss this now. 
Caitlyn (L1 English): Yeah. 
Researcher: Okay. 
Caitlyn: Yeah, I also see that. 
Researcher: So are you talking about the… because of the- 
Caitlyn: Period. 
Researcher: Period? 
Caitlyn: Yeah. “I’ll let you know. Boom, done. Let’s stop talking about this.” 
Ada (L1 Turkish): I agree. 
Researcher: Yeah, I didn’t think about that. 
Marissa (L1 English): For me, it’s more the phrase “I’ll let you know” than the actual  
period itself. Because like when I say, “I’ll let you know,” it’s like, “I don’t know right 
now. Stop talking to me.” 
Caitlyn: That’s true, that’s true. That’s a good point. 
Researcher: Is there something you would say like other than “I’ll let you know?” or 
would you just add stuff [emojis] to make it seem nicer? 
Caitlyn: “I’ll keep you updated.” 
Researcher: Okay. 
Conversations like this prompted minimal changes that made the texts seem more 
authentic while aiming to keep survey participants focused on punctuation, rather than word 
choice. The focus group also recommended the inclusion of emojis in some of the text 
conversations. Unfortunately, the researcher felt that the addition of emojis would complicate the 
study by adding an additional variable. Ultimately, some of the text messages that seemed too 
inauthentic without emojis were removed from the survey item bank. Survey items that did 
achieve the desired response (e.g. NSs viewed a text with a period at the end as rude), along with 
some survey items that underwent minor changes, became approved for use in the survey. 
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 A demographics section was also included at the beginning of the survey to gather 
general information about the participants, such as: gender, age, native language, how long the 
participant has spoken English, how long the participant has had a cell/smart phone, how 
frequently the participant sends text messages, and who the participant texts most frequently 
(friends, family, work colleagues, and/or classmates). The survey itself was expected to last 
approximately 10-15 minutes, but Qualtrics reported an average duration of about 18 minutes 
(excluding outliers who may have left the survey running in an open tab and returned to it later). 
Due to the online nature of the survey, any English speaker over the age of 18 was 
permitted to participate. The study was advertised via email and public posts on Facebook and 
Reddit. Respondents also reported having found the survey in other private Facebook groups, 
Discord chats, and private messages. Though the researcher did not post to these specific groups 
and chats, it is clear that participants shared the link by their own motivation. 
For a full list of survey items, please see Appendix B. 
Interviews 
After completing the initial survey, participants had the option to partake in a post-survey 
interview via Skype. (Two interviewees did not have Skype, so their interviews took place on 
Facebook; two interviews were conducted in person for convenience’s sake.) 48 respondents 
expressed interest in the interviews. After emailing these respondents twice, 25 interviews were 
successfully scheduled and completed. These interviews lasted 15-20 minutes and were centered 
around the participants’ reasoning for their answer selection, encouraging more in-depth 
reflection. Each interview was recorded, and the researcher took additional notes on participant 
responses, assigning each participant a pseudonym. 
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The interview portion of the research aimed to gather qualitative data regarding why 
participants selected certain answers, in addition to focusing on two questions regarding any 
challenges faced in text conversations between NSs and NNSs. These questions include:  
If NSs and NNSs do interpret texts differently, is there potential for miscommunication 
via text? 
In the case of miscommunication, how do native and non-native speakers go about  
resolving misunderstanding?  
Specific questions were written beforehand based on the participants’ responses (e.g. “On 
the question ‘how much does Rachel want to meet up for lunch?’ you gave her a 3/10. What is it 
about Rachel’s text that makes her seem uninterested?”). Though these prewritten questions were 
used to guide me through the interview, a think-aloud protocol was utilized based on Seidman’s 
(1998) advice emphasizing the importance of listening, “[following] up on what the participant 
says,” and “[using] an interview guide cautiously” (pp. 66, 76). This means that, even though I 
prewrote questions to guide the conversation in case it began to lull, the interviewee was led to 
do most of the talking, in order to lead to the most beneficial, authentic reflection from 
participants. Since some participants experienced a long gap between their survey and interview 
dates, I also provided screenshots of the text messages shown in the survey in order to ensure 
that participants remembered the survey items correctly. In the rare event that a participant’s 
perception of the text messages had changed over time, they were encouraged to elaborate on 
how and why they had arrived at an alternate interpretation. 
In addition to the questions that were specifically tailored to participants’ responses, each 
participant was asked two consistent questions which explicitly addressed the research questions. 
In order to address the question If NSs and NNSs do interpret texts differently, is there potential 
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for miscommunication via text? NS interviewees were asked, “Have you ever texted a non-native 
English speaker? If so, had this ever led to miscommunication? What was this like?” and L2 
learner interviewees were asked, “Have you ever texted a native English speaker? Have you ever 
felt like being a non-native speaker leads to miscommunication? What was that like?” In order to 
address the question In the case of miscommunication, how do native and non-native speakers go 
about resolving misunderstanding? all participants were asked, “When you do experience 
miscommunication in texts, how do you help the person you’re texting to understand what you 
mean? How do you help yourself to understand what they mean?” 
For a full interview protocol, please see Appendix C. 
Data Analysis Method 
Survey Analysis 
 A one-way ANOVA was used to compare participants’ responses based on first 
language, dominant language, and age. This method was utilized to easily identify which results 
were statistically significant. (Frequency of texting, year of first cell/smart phone purchase, and 
most frequent text recipients were also analyzed, but showed no statistically significant results.) 
These “group types” were treated as the independent variable, and the rating of various 
punctuation marks was treated as the dependent variable. To further indicate statistical 
significance, the means, standard deviations, and standard errors of the mean were also collected 
using Excel. 
 For the more open-ended survey items, I went question by question and categorized the 
various descriptors used in responses. For instance, descriptors like casual, chill, friendly, and 
laid back were categorized as “informal.” For a full coding scheme of how these responses were 
categorized, please see Table 4 below. After the responses were coding according to the correct 
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categories, another ANOVA was used to compare the three group types and how they described 
the different punctuation marks. 
Interview Analysis 
 Interview responses were analyzed for general themes from the responses to gather 
additional information to explain the quantitative findings. Many specific interview quotes 
provided valuable insight into various findings from the survey. Additionally, interview 
participants mentioned features that were not explicitly targeted by the survey. These responses 
are discussed in the “additional features” section of the results. 
During the interviews, I listened to each response, took notes, and looked for common 
themes across the participants. While reviewing my notes and searching for themes, I frequently 
checked the interview recordings to ensure that interviewee quotes were not misremembered or 
misinterpreted. Quotations that successfully explained quantitative findings were incorporated 
into the results portion. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS & DISCUSSION 
 In this section, I will share and analyze the results of the survey and interview portions of 
the research. Since the survey contained the largest sample size, its results will be treated as the 
strongest indicator of trends amongst participants. The interview portion is useful for providing 
insight into the reasoning behind various survey trends, and for discussing additional features of 
texting that were not addressed in the survey.  
Participants 
345 participants responded to the survey; however, 46 of these responses were removed 
from the data due to incompletion. Responses in which only half of the questions (or fewer) had 
been completed were considered “incomplete.” Of the remaining 299 participants, 170 reported 
that they learned English as a first language, 112 learned a language other than English, and 17 
learned English and another language simultaneously. 71 respondents reported a language other 
than English as their dominant language, 195 reported English, 29 selected “English and another 
language are equal,” and 4 left the question blank.  
212 respondents were female, 75 were male, 5 were nonbinary, 2 were agender, 2 were 
genderfluid, and 3 chose not to disclose their gender identities. 110 respondents were aged 18-
22, 125 were 23-30, 37 were 31-40, and 14 were 41-50, and 13 were 51 or older. For additional 
demographic information, see Appendix D.  
25 post-survey interviews were successfully scheduled and took place over the course of 
a month. Of the participants in these interviews, 18 were female, 5 were male, and 2 were 
genderfluid. 4 respondents were between the ages of 18 and 22, 19 were 23-30, 1 was 31-40, and 
1 was 51 or older. As for first language, 14 reported English as their first language, 8 reported 
another language, and 3 reported both English and another language. In terms of dominant 
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language, 17 reported English, 7 reported another language, and 1 reported both English and 
another language. 
General Findings 
 A one-way ANOVA was used to compare participants’ responses based on first 
language, dominant language, and age. These “group types” were treated as the independent 
variable, and the rating of various punctuation marks was treated as the dependent variable. In 
addition to comparing the responses of the group types, each punctuation mark was compared in 
terms of its overall rating (across all language groups, ages, and genders). As shown in Table 2, 
there were statistically significant differences between the ratings each punctuation mark 
received. 
ANOVA Table for Punctuation vs Rating 
df Sum sq Mean sq F p 
5 3570 713.9 162 <2e-16 
Table 2: ANOVA table displaying the degrees of freedom, sum sq, mean sq, F value, and p value 
for the independent variable Punctuation and the dependent variable Rating 
 As indicated in Table 3, across all language groups, age groups, and genders, exclamation 
points were rated highest and ellipses were rated lowest. Periods received the second-lowest 
mean rating, although it was still above the halfway point of 5. This suggests that participants 
interpreted exclamation points as more sincere, polite, and interested than the other forms of 
punctuation; ellipses on the other hand were seen as insincere, rude, and disinterested. 
Punctuation Median 
Rating 
Mean Rating Standard Error of 
Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
Exclamation Point 8 8.36 0.108 1.43 
Comma 7 7.03 0.257 1.97 
Table 3: Results of the Likert scale portion of the survey across all first languages, dominant 
languages, genders, and age groups. 
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Punctuation Median 
Rating 
Mean Rating Standard Error of 
Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
Question Mark 7 6.97 0.09 2.07 
None 7 6.63 0.07 2.05 
Period 6 6.13 0.1 2.12 
Ellipses 4 4.27 0.11 2.4 
Table 3 (cont.) 
 The open-ended survey questions allowed participants to describe the sample text 
conversations more freely. After coding the responses into 26 categories, ANOVA analyses were 
used to find statistically significant differences in the usage of various descriptors. The coding 
scheme for how each descriptor was categorized is presented in Table 4.  
Category All descriptors included in category Example 
Neutral Neutral, normal, okay, fine, no tone, medium-
polite, typical, monotone, mutual, average, 
moderate, acceptable, fair 
Not upset nor happy just 
neutral 
Upset Upset, disappointed, unhappy, angry, 
dissatisfied, perturbed, not happy, let down, 
depressed, sad, mad 
Unhappy/frustrated. The 
three dots make it seem like 
she is not happy about the 
text the recipient has sent. 
Forgiving Empathetic, understanding, forgiving, 
comforting, reassuring, sympathetic, reassuring, 
doesn't want recipient to feel guilty, sensitive to 
others, accepting, unphased, calming, okay with 
it, dismiss need for apology, soft, tolerant, 
magnanimous, receptive 
Friendly and understanding. 
The exclamation point at the 
end of no big deal makes me 
think that they weren't upset 
about the person being late. 
Concerned Concerned, worried, anxious, frantic, panicked, 
urgent, preoccupied, scared, nervous, cautioning 
Quin seems worried. There 
are lots of concerned 
questions and the ellipses 
makes me think there's some 
concern. 
Rushed Rushed, in a hurry, brief, late, quick text A little rushed. She only uses 
one word. 
Unconcerned Unconcerned, not bothered, uninterested, 
indifferent, uncaring, dismissive, nonchalant, 
apathetic, bored, bland, flippant, unenthused, 
doesn't care, doesn't want to help, not excited 
Marco doesn't care about 
seeing or meeting up with the 
person texting. 
Table 4: Coding scheme for all open-ended survey responses 
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Category All descriptors included in category Example 
Direct Direct, flat, matter-of-fact, concise, 
straightforward, informative, simple, factual, 
firm, to the point, explanatory, monotone, 
frank, concise, efficient, straight up, bland, 
succinct, confirmatory, practical, functional, 
plain, comprehensive 
she is straightforward , doesn't 
drag things 
Apologetic Apologetic, guilty, sorry, uncomfortable for 
inconveniencing, hoping for forgiveness, 
remorseful, regretful, rueful 
I think Marco is guilty and sorry 
for running late because of the 
multiple updates and checking to 
see if it’s okay 
Interested Interested, receptive, thought about response, 
waiting for response, focused, took time, 
curious, intrigued, wondering, wanting to 
know 
Calebs look polite and interested 
in why your friend was calling. 
Informal Casual, chill, informal, conversational, laid-
back, comfortable, easy going, natural 
Casual and chill (informal), the 
use of the word "nah." 
Annoyed Annoyed, sharp, frustrated, irritable, 
exasperated, irritated, aggravated, "text 
equivalent of rolling her eyes", agitated, 
bothered, salty, resentful 
He seems sort of irritated to me. 
He left out the word “my” before 
phone. He seems like he does not 
want to be texting. 
Impatient Impatient Impatient, because he just 
replied one word. 
Rude Rude, cold, dry, curt, standoffish, impolite, 
short, unwelcoming, distant, blunt, hostile, 
mean, attitude, terse, not so/very polite, too 
brief, clipped, rough, insensate, bad, cold but 
formal, harsh, unfriendly, condescending, 
assertive, aggressive, passive aggressive, 
sarcastic 
The period seems to make janae 
more blunt, or perhaps clipped 
in tone 
Sheepish Sheepish, self-conscious, tentative, reserved, 
unsure, reluctant, hesitant, reluctant 
Tentative. The ellipsis and the 
many questions make him sound 
unsure. 
Polite Polite, nice, pleasant, kind, formal, 
considerate, courteous, distant, respectful, 
gentle, ingratiating 
Caleb is being polite and formal 
by explaining the reason he 
didn't pick up the call and 
writing in correct grammar. 
Friendly Friendly, comfortable, open, close/good 
relationship, familiar 
It seems they have good 
relationship. 
Calm Calm, relaxed, care free, not stressing, 
mellow, relieved 
Relaxed. He is not worried about 
the time the other person arrives. 
Sincere Sincere, earnest, candid, genuine, true, 
honest 
Apologetic. He is sincere. He 
gave an explanation. 
Table 4 (cont.) 
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Category All descriptors included in category Example 
Lying Making excuses, avoiding, insincere, lying, 
not sorry, fake, shady, flakey, forced, story, 
too much, weird, don't trust him, not truthful, 
ingenuine, strange 
The punctuation and wording 
sound bit irritated and like he is 
making excuses for not wanting 
to talk to the other person. 
Distracted Distracted, busy (driving, in class), 
preoccupied, staying off the phone, active, 
no time to waste 
she might be busy in class 
already 
Positive Positive, good, perfect She seems positive; definitely not 
rude 
Happy Happy, chipper, excited, perky, enthusiastic, 
glad, upbeat, optimistic, energetic 
Polite and enthusiastic because 
of the exclamation marks 
Caring Caring, catering, accommodating (put with 
forgiving), doesn't want to be a trouble, 
eager, compliant, thoughtful, helpful 
Quin may be very caring about 
the recipient's situation by the 
multiple questions Quin asks and 
the "you alright?" at the end. 
Apologetic Apologetic, guilty, sorry, uncomfortable for 
inconveniencing, hoping for forgiveness, 
remorseful, regretful, rueful, humble 
They feel guilty because they are 
late. 
Not sure 
(texter) 
Unsure, ambivalent, skeptical, tentative, 
confused, uncertain, doesn't believe sender, 
doubt 
Skeptical, the ellipsis insinuates 
that she wants to continue the 
conversation, get a better 
explanation. 
Not sure 
(respondent) 
I’m not sure, hard/difficult to judge, not 
enough information, don't understand, 
offhand 
Difficult to judge without context 
or intonation 
Other Demanding, unapologetic, resigned, old, has 
more to say, fussy, acquaintances, 
inconvenienced, awkward, over friendly, 
conceded, safe, confident, off-putting, tired, 
embarrassed, young, final, certain, decisive, 
reasonable, businesslike, robotic, 
appreciative, hopeful, uncomfortable, 
patient, funny, questionable, alert, 
descriptive, parental, negative, ungrateful 
Polite and tries to lighten the 
mood by being funny. 
Table 4 (cont.) 
As shown in Table 4, many participant responses contained multiple descriptors. For 
instance, the “sincere” example response also uses “apologetic” as a descriptor. All descriptors 
used by a respondent were counted once. If a respondent used two descriptors that fell under the 
same category (e.g. “Casual and chill (informal), the use of the word ‘nah’” uses three words that 
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were categorized as “informal”), that descriptor was only counted once. An ANOVA was used to 
compare how frequently the different descriptor categories were used for each sample text. 
Across all language groups, ages, and genders, the use of some descriptors for certain text 
variations differed significantly. For instance, Mariah 2 (Figure 5), who used ellipses was viewed 
by the average participant as more annoyed, upset, and unsure, while Mariah 1 (Figure 4), who 
used no punctuation at all, was viewed as more distracted, rushed, and neutral. Overall, the 
results from this portion of the survey indicate that participants view periods and ellipses as upset 
or, in the case of ellipses, as an expression of uncertainty. Although a lack of punctuation rarely 
received as many negative descriptors, it was very frequently interpreted as “distracted” or 
“rushed.” More information about the open-ended survey questions can be found in the specific 
findings sections below. 
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Figure 4: Mariah 1, who did not use 
punctuation, was seen as more distracted, 
rushed, and neutral. 
Figure 5: Mariah 2, who used ellipses, was 
seen as more annoyed, upset, and unsure. 
 
        After accounting for SD and SEM, significant differences were found in how often native 
speakers, L2 English learners, and bilinguals used the following descriptors: neutral, direct, 
annoyed, rude, polite, friendly, relaxed, positive, and apologetic. 
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Figure 6: Percentages of respondents who used various descriptors on any open-ended survey 
item 
 For the descriptors showed a significant difference between language groups, additional 
analyses were run to investigate the root of the differences between L1 groups. By keeping the 
sample texter consistent, statistically significant differences were found for the descriptors polite, 
rude, positive, relaxed, and apologetic. For instance, sample texter Janae 2 (Figure 7) was 
viewed as rude by more L2 learners (M = 36.36%, SD = .48) than native speakers (M = 12.16%, 
SD = .33). No significant differences were found for neutral, direct, annoyed, and friendly when 
the sample texter remained consistent. This suggests that, although L2 learners used the word 
“neutral” and “friendly” more overall while NSs used “annoyed” and “direct” more, these 
instances were spread out over a variety of text samples, rather than concentrated on one or two. 
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Figure 7: Janae 2, whose text was described as “rude” by more L2 learners than native 
speakers, in spite of the period 
When analyzing the interview responses, I looked for themes regarding how participants 
interpreted each punctuation mark. The questions for each interview were drawn from both the 
Likert scale portion and the open-ended portion of the survey. Because there was often overlap in 
the interview responses regarding either section of the survey, this section of the results will be 
subdivided according to which punctuation mark is being discussed. The remainder of this 
results section will be subdivided according to which punctuation mark is being discussed. 
Ellipses 
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 As shown in Table 2 above, ellipses received the lowest rating across all language 
groups. Table 5 below indicates that participants used more negative descriptors for ellipses on 
the open-ended survey portion. For instance, Lucas 1 (Figure 8) was seen as more annoyed, 
upset, and unsure but less forgiving, friendly, and happy. Mariah 2 (Figure 5) was viewed by the 
average participant as more annoyed, upset, and unsure, while Mariah 1 (Figure 4) was viewed 
as more distracted, rushed, and neutral. 
   
% of respondents who used descriptor when punctuation was used 
Text 
Sample 
Descriptor Comma Ellipses None Period 
Marco Reluctant - 8.33 - 0.962 
 
 
Lucas 
Annoyed 3.57 24.53 5.56 1.75 
Forgiving 53.57 26.42 53.70 50.88 
Friendly 14.29 9.43 1.85 15.79 
Unsure 0 7.55 0 0 
Upset 0 13.21 0 0 
Happy 10.72 1.89 7.41 10.53 
 
 
Mariah 
Annoyed - 28.97 13.04 - 
Neutral - 12.15 29.57 - 
Rushed - 9.35 13.04 - 
Unsure - 6.54 0 - 
Distracted - 0.935 8.70 - 
Upset - 28.97 4.35 - 
Table 5: Sample text conversations that received statistically significant differences in 
descriptors between ellipses and another punctuation mark 
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Figure 8: Lucas 1, who used ellipses, was seen 
as more annoyed, upset, and unsure. 
Figure 9: Lucas 2, who used a comma, was 
seen as more forgiving, friendly, and happy. 
Although native speakers and L2 learners alike reported a negative association with 
ellipses overall, there were statistically significant differences between the ways native and non-
native speakers rated ellipses, as shown in Table 6. This suggests that native English speakers 
view ellipses as more rude and disinterested, while L2 English learners may have a more 
forgiving interpretation. 
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First Language Median Rating Mean Rating Standard Error 
of Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
English 4 3.94 0.126 2.24 
Another Lang. 5 5.03 0.213 2.58 
Table 6: Results of the Likert scale portion of the survey for native English speakers compared to 
L2 English learners, regarding interpretation of ellipses  
There was also a significant difference between the ratings for ellipses amongst 
participants who reported English as their dominant language in comparison to another dominant 
language, as demonstrated in Table 7. Participants who reported English as their dominant 
language seemed to view ellipses more negatively, while those who reported another language 
had a significantly more positive interpretation. 
Dominant 
Language 
Median Rating Mean Rating Standard Error 
of Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
English 4 3.86 0.282 2.25 
Another Lang. 5 5.53 0.273 2.64 
Table 7: Results of the Likert scale portion of the survey for dominant English speakers 
compared to non-English dominant participants, regarding interpretation of ellipses 
 In addition to first and dominant language, age also had an influence on how participants 
interpreted ellipses, as shown in Table 8. Statistically significant differences were found between 
the group aged 18-22 and all groups aged 31 or older, and between the group aged 23-30 and all 
groups aged 31 or older. It is clear that, on average, participants older than 30 had a more neutral 
or even positive view of ellipses, while younger participants almost always reported a negative 
interpretation. This was the only statistically significant difference found regarding age. 
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Age Median Rating Mean Rating Standard Error of 
Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
18-22 3 3.70 0.324 2.02 
23-30 4 4.10 0.164 2.35 
31-40 5 5.53 0.405 2.66 
41-50 6 6.14 0.489 2.29 
51 or older 6 6.13 0.472 2.26 
Table 8: Results of the Likert scale portion of the survey for 5 different age groups, regarding 
interpretation of ellipses. 
In the interview portion, native English speakers described ellipses as “ambiguous,” 
“uncertain,” “dissatisfied,” “annoyed,” and “passive aggressive.” Of the 5 NS respondents who 
discussed ellipses, 3 (60%) described how ellipses indicate tone for them. Though this concept is 
hard to transcribe into text, perhaps the most apt description came from Tabitha, who said, 
“When I use ellipses […] my tone of voice is like ‘yikes’. I wouldn’t use it unless […] I’m 
giving someone the side-eye.” In other words, Tabitha (along with other participants) seems to 
view ellipses as a way to indicate a displeased tone of voice via text. 
Although no interview questions explicitly indicated age, three (younger) native speakers 
also mentioned that older texters tend to use ellipses more. Lucy, for instance, noted that, 
“people who are a little bit older, maybe forties and older, they’ll use ellipses instead of a period 
or [no punctuation]. It gives the impression that […] they’re disappointed or what they’re saying 
is sarcastic or not sincere.” Again, a negative view of ellipses is seen amongst young, native 
speaker participants. 
Of the 3 L2 English learners who discussed ellipses, 2 (67%) also displayed a negative 
interpretation of ellipses, describing them as “hesitant” and “not the most direct.” When asked to 
explain why Jeremy 1 (Figure 10) doesn’t really want to come by the recipient’s house, Cemre 
(L1 Turkish) said, “there’s […] three full stops, as if he’s not really into it.” This negative and 
uncertain connotation very closely resembles what native speaker participants reported. Unlike 
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the native speakers, however, no L2 learners suggested that ellipses indicate annoyance, sarcasm, 
passive-aggression, or a generally dissatisfied tone. It is clear that both groups view ellipses 
somewhat negatively, but the connection between ellipses and intonation varies between groups. 
 
Figure 10: Jeremy 1, whose ellipses indicated “he’s not really into it” to Cemre 
Exclamation Points 
Across all ages, genders, and language backgrounds, exclamation points received the 
most positive rating. A number of interview responses supported the finding that exclamation 
points are interpreted more positively across all age groups, first/dominant languages, and 
genders. 9 native speaker participants discussed exclamation points, and all 9 used positive 
descriptors, such as “nice,” “interested,” “excited,” or “enthusiastic.” The only negative 
descriptor a native speaker used to describe an exclamation point was used in conjunction with a 
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positive descriptor. This respondent (Casey, L1 English) suggested that using multiple 
exclamation points intensifies whatever emotion is already being implied by the texter’s word 
choice and emoji usage. She exemplified this by saying that more exclamation points “[come] 
across as like more excited” but also indicated, “if I’m really upset about something, I’ll use 
more exclamation marks.” Therefore, exclamation points can still potentially have a negative 
connotation for her. This general, intensifying feature of exclamation points was mentioned by 4 
out of 9 native speakers who discussed exclamation points (44%). These participants felt that 
exclamation points help strengthen the emotional and intonational features of the text. Though 
many L2 English learners indicated a similar positive interpretation of exclamation points, only 
one (Michelle, who reported dominance in both French and English) discussed the usage of 
exclamation points to indicate tone or emotion. 
One L2 English learner (Camila, L1 Spanish) out of four who discussed exclamation 
points (25%) mentioned on her survey response that an “exclamation point may reveal a bit of 
annoyance.” When prompted to explain this, she reported that “exclamation points [… are] the 
same as when you use upper case” and “for me, that sounds like the person is like yelling.” This 
negative interpretation of exclamation points, however, was an outlier amongst L2 learner 
respondents and respondents in general. 
Many interviewees were asked to explain why the interpreted a certain text as 
disinterested, insincere, or rude and what they would do to make the text sound more interested, 
sincere, or polite. Additionally, some interviewees gave suggestions to the sample texters 
without being prompted. 4 out of 14 native speakers (29%), 3 out of 8 L2 learners (38%), and 2 
out of 3 bilinguals (67%) suggested that the texter shown in the survey add an exclamation point 
to their text in order to make it sound more positive. A notable response was a piece of advice 
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given to imaginary texter AJ (Figure 11), who used no punctuation, as shown in Figure 4. Brian 
suggested that AJ add an exclamation point here, explaining that “exclamation points are like the 
universal sign for like ‘I’m not offended by what you’re saying.’” 
 
Figure 11: Texter AJ 2, who interviewee Brian recommended include an exclamation point after 
“Yeah I can do that” to sound more interested. 
Periods 
As shown in Table 3, periods were the second-lowest rated punctuation mark across all 
language groups, ages, and genders. Similarly, Table 9 below indicates that many participants 
interpreted a text as more annoyed if it contained a period. However, as shown in Table 10, this 
negative association with periods was not as strong for L2 learners. 
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% of respondents who used descriptor when punctuation was used 
Text 
Sample 
Descriptor Comma Ellipses None Period 
Alyssa Annoyed - - 7.96 25.69 
Jaime Distracted - - 11.92 3.60 
Marco Reluctant - 8.33 - 0.962 
 
 
Lucas 
Annoyed 3.57 24.53 5.56 1.75 
Forgiving 53.57 26.42 53.70 50.88 
Friendly 14.29 9.43 1.85 15.79 
Unsure 0 7.55 0 0 
Upset 0 13.21 0 0 
Happy 10.72 1.89 7.41 10.53 
Table 9: Sample text conversations that received statistically significant differences in 
descriptors between period and another punctuation mark 
First Language Median Rating Mean Rating Standard Error 
of Mean 
Standard 
Deviation 
English 6 5.95 0.122 2.06 
Another Lang. 7 6.45 0.173 2.11 
Table 10: Results of the Likert scale portion of the survey for native English speakers compared 
to L2 English learners  
Regarding the sample texter Janae 2 (Figure 7), there was a significant difference (p = 
0.017) between the interpretations of native speakers and L2 learners. Specifically, more L2 
learners (M = 35.29, SD = 0.49) rated Janae’s text as “rude” than native speakers did (M = 
12.16, SD = 0.33). This is especially interesting because it contradicts the aforementioned 
finding that L2 learners generally rated periods more positively than native speakers. Perhaps 
this “rude” interpretation stems not from Janae’s use of a period, but from her informal word 
choice. Word choice will be discussed further in the Additional Features section below. 
 Interview responses further demonstrated this negative association with period usage. 
The most notable trend when native speakers were asked about periods was that short messages 
(especially one-word messages) seem especially rude when a period is added. Of the 11 native 
speakers who discussed periods, 6 (55%) expressed this particular negative association with 
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periods in short text messages. Tabitha noted, “with a period at the end in a one-word statement, 
I would interpret that as someone going, ‘ugh, sure, I guess.’” Other negative words surrounding 
periods included “annoyance,” “rude,” and “like […] rolling my eyes.” 
 On the more positive end of the spectrum, native speakers also considered periods 
businesslike, direct, and professional. One participant noted, “for like personal conversations, I 
don’t really put [periods] in, but when business comes into play I go like all the punctuation 
pretty much.” Though these notions of periods as professional may initially seem politer and, 
therefore, positive, the politeness theory put forth by Brown and Levinson (1987) may apply 
here. Brown and Levinson suggest that politeness can influence the perceived social distance, 
power dynamic, and absolute ranking of the person interpreting a message. In many cases, 
unexpected politeness can result in additional distance between two interlocuters. Perhaps these 
(mostly younger) participants view the “businesslike” period as a way of adding distance 
between the texter and the textee. Because of this, a few participants noted that they tend to opt 
for the more emotional, less formal exclamation point rather than a period. 
 Only two L2 English learners discussed periods during the interviews. Paula (L1 
Spanish) felt that periods do not have a negative connotation unless “it’s getting into […] an 
argument.” Aleksei (L1 Russian) felt that Alyssa 1 (Figure 12), who only sent a one-word text, 
was “a bit annoyed” while Jaime 1 (Figure 13), whose texts were longer, seemed “caring.” He 
related this more to the context of the conversations, not specifically mentioning text length, but 
he did suggest that Alyssa “be much more specific.”  This response was the most similar to the 
six native speaker responses which stressed the negative connotation of short texts ending in 
periods. 
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Figure 12: Alyssa 1, who Aleksei suggested 
“be much more specific.” 
Figure 13: Jaime 1, who Aleksei viewed as 
more “caring.” 
 
Question Marks 
One survey question asked participants whether or not they would punctuate a text 
message like Tierra 1, shown in Figure 14 below. Native speaker participants responded with 
“yes” more frequently (M = 65.28, SD = .479) than L2 English learners (M =42.5, SD = .500). 
Although this difference was not statistically significant (p = .0518), the reasoning behind a 
response of “yes” differed slightly for NS and L2 learner participants. 
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Figure 14: Sample texter Tierra 1, who used a question mark after a declarative sentence and 
omitted a question mark from an interrogative sentence. 
All 3 of the native speakers who were asked about Tierra 1 mentioned intonation in their 
interview response. Melanie, for instance, mentioned, “I want to punctuate the way I speak.” She 
then related this to the sample conversation at hand, saying, “[Tierra’s] punctuation’s more to 
add tone to the sentence, rather than it actually make it a question or not.” This opinion was 
common amongst native speakers who also mentioned intonation, exaggeration, and “[getting] 
the vibe from the person on what they’re trying to say.” 
 Both native speakers and L2 learners suggested that question marks are used in this way 
when expressing an opinion. Lucy (L1 English) noted that the addition of a question mark makes 
it “easier to backpedal away from [an opinion],” and Amaya (L1 Basque) similarly said that, 
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“when like introducing a topic that’s a little debatable […] I want to make sure that people agree 
with me. I’m like, ‘I’m just going to let it slide like a question so that people don’t get 
offended.’” Although neither of the L2 English learners who discussed Tierra 1 explicitly 
mentioned intonation in their responses, it is clear that both groups view question marks as a way 
to soften an opinion or a potentially controversial claim. 
Commas 
 On the Likert scale portion of the survey, commas received the second-highest mean 
rating, indicating that participants generally have a very positive view of commas. No 
statistically significant results regarding commas arose from the open-ended survey results. 
Only two participants (both native speakers) commented on commas. Both of these 
comments occurred during general discussion of punctuation, rather than while looking at a 
specific sample text conversation. It was as if participants simply skimmed over commas without 
allowing the punctuation to influence their interpretation of the text. Jonathan considered 
commas to be “soft punctuation,” which was simply used to “make [thoughts] more organized.” 
Overall, it appears that most participants had either a neutral or positive view of commas. 
No Punctuation  
 Sample text messages that contained no punctuation received the third-lowest (or fourth-
highest) mean rating on the Likert scale portion of the survey. This middle ground is an 
unsurprising rating for a feature that is a lack of something. The open-ended survey questions 
also found that a lack of punctuation can often be seen as an indicator of distraction. 
 When discussing sample text messages that contained no punctuation, native English 
speakers suggested a wide variety of reasons for omitting punctuation. The most common of 
these, suggested by three NS participants, was that the texter was busy or in a rush. Eileen, for 
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instance, suggested that Jaime 2 is “not using punctuation [because] he could be texting and 
driving.” Other participants added that texters who omit punctuation “could be typing […] 
quickly” and that they personally “skip out on punctuation completely” when in a rush. 
 This association of punctuation omission with busy, rushed texting could be related to 
another common claim: lack of punctuation makes the texter seem uninterested or like they have 
not put effort into the text message. 3 out of the 6 native speakers (50%) and 2 out of 3 bilinguals 
(67%) who discussed missing punctuation expressed this sentiment. When asked how Phillip 1 
(Figure 15) could seem politer, Elizabeth (bilingual, English and Italian) suggested that, “It may 
be too casual to leave [punctuation] out, like there wasn’t thought put into it.” Other participants 
made similar suggestions, but usually recommended the addition of an exclamation point or a 
comma. No participants suggested that a texter add a period where punctuation was originally 
omitted, perhaps because of the aforementioned finding that periods can often be viewed as rude 
or upset. 
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Figure 15: Phillip 1, who omitted punctuation in some places. Elizabeth suggested that he add 
more punctuation to appear more polite, as if he had “put thought into it.” 
 Like Elizabeth, who felt that leaving out punctuation was “casual,” three other 
interviewees reported that they associate punctuation with formality. Emma (L1 English), for 
instance, said, “A lot of times when you see like friends texting each other, they may forget the 
punctuation, or they won’t put it as thoroughly. They’ll put question marks maybe, but like 
periods are a lot of times missing. […] Just in general they don’t put the […] apostrophes, 
commas, all that stuff. […] When I type to people who I’m trying to be polite and formal with, I 
make sure that I have all my punctuation correct.” It seems that, overall, native speakers view 
punctuation as something to be used when putting in an extra effort to be polite. In the words of 
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Melanie (L1 English), punctuation is less necessary when you’re “texting a friend that you talk 
with all the time.” 
 No L2 English learners discussed their interpretations of texts that did not contain 
punctuation. 
Additional Features 
        As is often the case with mixed-methods research, participants mentioned certain features 
during the interview portion that had not been considered during the survey portion. A wide 
variety of additional features were discussed by both native speakers and L2 learners, including 
length of text, word choice, emojis, and context. This portion of the results will be sorted by each 
additional feature and analyze the responses of NSs and L2 learners for each feature. 
 Many native speakers and L2 learners addressed the length of a text message when 
discussing the sample texts. 6 out of 14 native speakers (43%) expressed a negative association 
with short or one-word responses, regardless of punctuation. 3 out of 8 L2 English learners 
(38%) reported a similar association with shorter messages. This is exemplified by a quote from 
Chen (L1 Chinese) when asked why Joseph 1’s texting partner (Figure 16, blue bubbles) did not 
seem very interested in the conversation: “Cause the answer is quite short, and he’s just 
answering […] like no questions give back. It seems he did not want to continue the 
conversation.” 5 out of 14 native speakers (36%) and 3 out of 8 L2 learners (38%) put an 
emphasis on asking follow-up questions or making a genuine attempt to continue the 
conversation, which generally necessitates a longer text message. 
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Figure 16: Joseph 1, whose texting partner was not seen as very interested, due to their short, 
answer-focused responses 
 Three native speakers also commented on the use of separate text “bubbles,” though the 
reports were not always consistent. Regarding why Kathryn 1 (Figure 17) didn’t seem very 
excited about a friend’s engagement, for instance, Emma said, “It was in two separate […] 
messages. […] I don’t think I’d have enough time to just be like, ‘send, send, send.’ It’d be […] 
all in one [message.]” For Emma, it seems that a single, large block of text indicates excitement 
and urgency. On the other hand, Ian mentioned that if he wanted to send a message with multiple 
sentences, “I would probably use no periods and like use a line break as punctuation.” Melissa 
also mentioned that she uses “multiple bubbles” when texting friends but did not elaborate on 
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when. It is clear that, even amongst native speakers, there is some variation regarding how one 
segments their text messages. 
 
Figure 17: Kathryn 1, whose separated messages seemed less excited to Emma 
 6 out of 14 native speakers (43%), 7 out of 8 L2 learners (88%), and 1 out of 3 bilinguals 
(33%) commented on the texters’ word choices. Native speakers and bilinguals reported that the 
word “sure” (used by both Holly and Rachel) often made a text seem less excited or polite. 
Michelle (L1 French) agreed with this, describing the word “sure” as “noncommital.” Amaya 
(L1 Basque) claimed that “sure” felt more positive than “okay” for her; however, this quote arose 
only when comparing the word “sure” to “okay.” Qiang (L1 Chinese) also shared a negative 
association with “okay,” stating that, to her, “a direct yes” would seem more interested than 
“okay.” No native English speakers seemed to have this negative association with “okay,” 
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preferring to cite other features as the source of any negativity perceived in text messages that 
involved the word “okay.” 
 5 out of 14 native speakers (36%), 2 out of 8 L2 learners (25%), and 1 out of 3 bilinguals 
(33%) mentioned emojis in their responses. All three groups exclusively mentioned using emojis 
to indicate emotion, tone, or “what the other person is intending” (Elizabeth, bilingual). Nearly 
half of the emoji-related comments stemmed from conversations regarding sample texter 
Kathryn (Figure 17). Of the 4 participants who were asked about Kathryn’s texts, 3 (2 NSs and 1 
L2 learner) suggested that Kathryn add emojis to her text to indicate more excitement. 
 5 out of 14 (36%) native speakers and 3 out of 8 L2 learners (36%) commented on the 
context of the messages. For instance, during the survey portion, Aleksei had provided two 
noticeably different descriptions of period usage: Alyssa 1 was seen as “a bit annoyed because of 
her use of the period,” while Jaime 1 was viewed as “caring” in spite of his period usage. When 
asked why he described these two texters so differently, Aleksei noted, “I guess it’s mostly about 
the context here.” He suggested that Alyssa provide more information about her parents coming, 
while Jamie’s straightforward message seemed more fitting because he was sending a simple 
“I’m here.” 
Additional Survey Findings 
 11 out of 14 native speaker participants (79%) reported that they had texted an L2 learner 
before. 7 of these 11 (64%) interviewees felt that texting a non-native English speaker could lead 
to miscommunication. 2 of these 7 participants reported spelling-based miscommunication, 2 
reported grammar-based errors, and 2 felt that many miscommunications stemmed from 
colloquialisms. 
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 5 out of 7 NS participants who reported miscommunication when texting L2 learners 
(71%) reported that they had experienced miscommunication of tone or demeanor. For instance, 
Jonathan mentioned that when he texted an L2 learner colleague, “the way that he would text me 
sometimes would seem like pushy or too urgent for what the situation called for, and for him 
[…] I probably would have seemed more standoffish.” Eileen similarly reported that a transfer 
student who had lived with her family “is really fluent in English, but […] she’d be a little over-
the-top excited about a situation in her texting.” Brian described “three tiers” of communication: 
“If [the mode of communication is] just text, there’s nothing paralingual […] which is why we 
have […] certain written standards to help convey the tone or whatever. If it’s only vocal, you 
have a little bit of paralingual there because you have my tone […] but if it’s face-to-face you 
have more paralingual because you have my tone, and my body language, and my facial 
expressions.” 
 In spite of the emphasis native speakers put on intonation, only 2 out of the original 14 
(14%) said that they settle miscommunication in person or via phone. Helen stressed the 
importance of phone calls for her by saying, “I usually try to call them if I’m confused. It’s just 
easier to discern the tones and explain yourself.” 
 The most popular strategy for resolving miscommunication, suggested by 9 out of 14 
native speakers (64%), was to reword the message or add more information. Travis, for instance, 
said, “I try to say it more clearly and use a lot more words to express the same idea and add more 
detail. And that can come across as condescending because it feels like [the recipient is 
thinking], ‘I didn’t need all that. I understood.’” Daniel suggested, “Try and reiterate but in a 
way that doesn’t use the same language, but in a way that doesn’t make it seem like I’m doing it 
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because I think they don’t understand. Because it might make them feel silly. […] If I’m wrong, 
they might think I’m patronizing or something.” 
 Many native speakers shared this concern of appearing “patronizing” or 
“condescending.” It is worth noting that Travis reported that he had not texted an L2 English 
learner before, so this appears to be a concern for NSs when communicating with native speakers 
and L2 learners. 5 out of 14 native speaker interviewees (38%) said that they “hope [a recipient] 
would ask what I mean” (Lucy, L1 English) rather than initiating a comprehension check 
themselves. Casey mentioned that this can often have negative side-effects, saying, “You don’t 
know that you’ve caused a miscommunication until something terrible has happened.” 
 3 out of 14 native speakers (21%) mentioned using visuals, such as emojis and pictures, 
to help clarify their point. Candice mentioned, “I love emojis. I definitely way overuse them, and 
I feel like that just helps to avoid miscommunications […] I think I tend to use emojis to kind of 
prevent miscommunication from happening. I want my tone to be really clear to native speakers 
and non-native speakers.” 
 Although most native speakers focused on clarifying a message that had been 
misinterpreted by their recipients, some interviewees also discussed strategies they use when 
they misinterpret someone else’s message. 4 out of 14 native speakers (29%) said that, when 
they felt like they were the ones who had misinterpreted a message, they simply asked for 
clarification. Eileen, for instance, said that she would “just flat-out ask, ‘What do you mean?’” 
 All three bilingual interviewees said that they had texted an L2 English learner, and all 
three felt that miscommunication had occurred. 2 out of 3 bilinguals (67%) mentioned specific 
differences between American English texting expectations and the expectations of other 
cultures when texting. Christine (bilingual, English and Spanish), for instance, said, “Latinos use 
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ellipses in place of periods sometimes […] it’s like a running dialogue separated by ellipses.” 
Leslie (bilingual, English and Chichewa) listed many cultural differences in texting, such as, “I 
have a friend who’s a native Spanish speaker […] and she is very offended by native speakers’ 
use of the word ‘sure.’ […] She feels like it’s a lack of enthusiasm.” Leslie also mentioned that 
when “texting with […] East Africans in particular, like Bantu original language speakers,” she 
has observed “definitely more ellipses than [the average English texter].” 
 Both Christine and Leslie seem to pay a great deal of attention to the cultural differences 
in the people they text, while only 1 monolingual native speaker participant (7%) shared similar 
cultural observations. As for clarifying meaning, both Christine and Leslie felt that explaining 
English expectations for texting was a useful strategy. Leslie said, “A lot of it, though, is trying 
to understand […] what it might be about their cultural background that might be influencing the 
way they’re perceiving something,” and Christine mentioned “explaining cultural pragmatics.” 
This strategy is especially interesting because none of the monolingual native speakers suggested 
such a technique. 
All eight L2 learners said that they had texted a native English speaker. 5 (63%) felt that 
being a non-native speaker had led to miscommunication, 2 (25%) felt that it had not, and 1 
(13%) said that it depends on the person she is texting. Reflecting Jonathan’s and Eileen’s quotes 
that L2 learners can seem “urgent” or “over-the-top,” 2 out of 8 L2 learners (25%) said that 
native speakers are very “short” when they text. Camila (L1 Spanish) said, “I always try to 
explain like a lot in a text and like the message just gets lost at some point. […] In a sense, I feel 
like me elaborating too much sometimes can lead to this miscommunication because the message 
just gets lost. Like the person doesn’t really know what to answer first.” Similarly, Chen (L1 
Chinese) noted, “Native speakers just use very short words and a little bit like […] get rid of 
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some words. They think it’s not necessary, and for me, I can’t understand if they didn’t put the 
whole sentence in the text.” 
2 out of 8 L2 learners (25%) also mentioned that texting is often “easier” than face-to-
face communication. Aleksei (L1 Russian) said, “Oral speech is much more difficult because of 
the, you know, real-time situation because you have to answer immediately.” Chen (L1 Chinese), 
on the other hand, provided a different reason, mentioning that when speaking face-to-face, “my 
pronunciation is very not accurate.” Interestingly, Chen was the only L2 learner who said she 
would resolve miscommunication in person. It seems that, even though she does not have full 
confidence in her own English pronunciation, she sees the value in face-to-face communication 
for expressing intonation and emotion. 
 Just like the native speakers, most L2 learners (6/8, 75%) mentioned rephrasing as their 
go-to strategy for clearing up miscommunication. Cemre (L1 Turkish) said, “I paraphrase, I use 
different vocabulary, […] or I can change the structure that I use.” 
 5 out of 8 L2 learner participants (63%) said that they would ask the recipient for more 
information. One strategy for this, proposing an interpretation, was suggested by Paula (L1 
Spanish): “Rephrasing or asking. Like for example, ‘Oh do you mean this’?” Camila (L1 
Spanish) suggested a more explicit way to gather additional information from the recipient: “I 
just ask them like […] ‘Are you annoyed?’ or something.” 
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CHAPTER 5: CONCLUSION 
 The research questions for this study were the following: 
1. How do native and non-native English speakers perceive and use punctuation in terms of 
pragmatic meaning in text messages? Are there significant differences between these 
interpretations? 
2. If NSs and NNSs do interpret texts differently, is there potential for miscommunication 
via text? 
3. In the case of miscommunication, how do native and non-native speakers go about 
resolving misunderstanding?  
The hypothesis for this study was: 
 Non-native English speakers will correctly understand the meaning of the text messages 
presented in the survey, but they will not understand all pragmatic implications in the same way 
that native speakers do. These pragmatic differences can lead to miscommunication from both 
parties. 
 The Likert scale portion of the survey found that there are significant differences between 
the ways native speakers and L2 English learners perceive punctuation in text messages. 
Specifically, L2 learners interpret periods and ellipses more positively than native speakers. 
Interestingly, part of the open-ended portion of the survey contradicted this finding, as more L2 
learners than native speakers described sample texter Janae 2 as “rude,” despite her period usage 
(Figure 7). This suggests that other factors, such as word choice, text length, and emoji usage, 
play a role in the interpretation of text messages. 
 Noteworthy similarities were also found between the two groups. Across all language 
backgrounds, survey respondents rated exclamation points as significantly higher than other 
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punctuation marks and ellipses as significantly lower. Periods, though rated higher than ellipses, 
were also rated as significantly lower than exclamation points, commas, question marks, and no 
punctuation. These similarities are interesting because they show that the vast majority of survey 
participants found exclamation points to be most positive and ellipses to be most negative—
native English speakers simply reported stronger associations with positivity and negativity. 
(Perhaps the more extreme ratings by native speakers stemmed from a stronger sense of 
confidence in their answers. Evaluating rater certainty could be a valuable addition to future 
studies.) 
 In response to research question 2, 63% of native speakers and 63% of L2 learners felt 
that language barriers could lead to miscommunication in text messages. One important factor 
mentioned by 71% of native speakers was the misinterpretation of intonation. For instance, 
survey and interview results indicated that (young) native speakers associate exclamation points 
and ellipses with certain intonational features, while many non-native speakers have different 
interpretations. Many participants of all language groups reported that they use emojis in order to 
clarify tone. 
 Regarding research question 3, 64% of native speakers and 75% of non-native speakers 
said that they primarily used paraphrasing as a strategy to resolve miscommunication. Other 
strategies included clarification requests, use of emojis, and calling the recipient or waiting to see 
them in person. One negotiation strategy that was unusually high amongst bilinguals was to 
employ knowledge about the cultural norms of their texting partner. Otherwise, it appears that all 
participants had a strong preference for paraphrasing to negotiate meaning. 
 This study serves as an introduction to the general differences between the ways native 
and non-native English speakers interpret punctuation in text messages. For this reason, L2 
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English learners of all L1 backgrounds were invited to participate, and their responses were all 
categorized together. However, further research can expand upon these differences by 
investigating whether there are differences in interpretation amongst L2 learners of different L1 
backgrounds. 
 Another possible limitation of the study was that the survey was not timed, which may 
have prevented respondents from giving their initial reactions to some text messages. It would be 
interesting to see a similar study that uses timed survey items to see if participants’ immediate 
perceptions vary from the perceptions reported when they had more time to think about survey 
items. 
 The interview portion of this study strongly suggested that features other than 
punctuation play a major role in the interpretation of text messages. These features include 
message length, emoji usage, and word choice. Future researchers may also consider exploring 
the differences in interpretation for these features. 
 Ultimately, the differences in the ways native speakers and L2 learners perceive 
punctuation in text messages does have implications for language pedagogy. Written language 
has always been a representation of spoken language, and as text messaging grows in popularity, 
written words are becoming more complex. Many pragmatic complications that occur via text 
may lead to a lapse in communicative competence; for this reason, texting should not be ignored 
as a conversational medium in the ESL classroom. 
 In ESL classes that teach daily life skills, for instance, text messaging could be 
incorporated in a variety of ways. There are different expectations when texting one’s Uber 
driver, landlord, or work colleague. Students should be aware of the ways punctuation can make 
them come off as abnormally polite or rude in these situations. ESL writing classes could have 
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students compare the ways they write when texting to how they write an essay, as both forms of 
writing are very important in 2019. Conversational ESL teachers may encourage students to text 
each other in English outside of class or seek out a native-speaker texting “pen pal.” These 
methods and more can be utilized to help ESL students raise their awareness of English texting 
norms and practice these norms with real texting partners. 
 This thesis has demonstrated the ways that native English speakers and L2 English 
learners vary in terms of interpreting punctuation in text messages. Though this detail may seem 
small, it is clear that unexpected punctuation can lead to misinterpretation of text messages. It is 
important that native speakers, ESL instructors, and L2 learners consider these differences in 
order to communicate effectively in a text-based society. 
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Appendix B: Full List of Survey Items 
Section 1: Ratings 
In this section, you will see a series of text messages between two people. The texts in gray 
bubbles correspond with the name at the top of the phone. The person who has sent the texts in 
blue bubbles will be referred to as the "recipient." 
  
Jeremy 1 Jeremy 2 
1. How much does Jeremy want the recipient to come by? 
Not at 
all 
        Very 
much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
1a. What is it about Jeremy's text that makes him seem like he doesn't want the recipient to come 
by? (appears if respondent selects a rating of 3 or lower) 
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Kayla 1 Kayla 2 
2. How certain is Kayla that it will rain? 
Very 
uncertain 
        Very 
certain 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
2a. What is it about Kayla's text that makes her seem uncertain? (appears if respondent selects a 
rating of 3 or lower) 
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Joseph 1 Joseph 2 
 
Joseph 3 
3. Does Joseph seem interested in the conversation? 
No, he 
seems very 
uninterested 
        Yes, he 
seems 
very 
interested 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
3a. What is it about Joseph's text that makes him seem uninterested? (appears if respondent 
selects a rating of 3 or lower) 
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Deavon 1 Deavon 2 
4. How likely is Deavon to go to the mechanic tomorrow? 
Not at 
all 
likely 
        Very 
likely 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
  
AJ 1 AJ 2 
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AJ 3 
5. How much does AJ want to take the recipient's shift? 
He 
really 
does 
not 
want 
to 
take 
the 
shift 
        He 
really 
wants 
to 
take 
the 
shift 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
5a. What is it about AJ's text that makes him seem like he does not want to take the recipient's 
shift? (appears if respondent selects a rating of 3 or lower) 
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Kai 1 Kai 2 
  
Kai 3 Kai 4 
6. How satisfied does Kai seem with the time change? 
Not 
satisfied 
        Very 
satisfied 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
 
72 
 
  
Logan 1 Logan 2 
 
Logan 3 
  
7. How much does Logan want the recipient to come to the party? 
Not 
very 
much 
        Very 
much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Rachel 1 Rachel 2 
  
Rachel 3 Rachel 4 
  
8. How much does Rachel want to meet up for lunch? 
Not at 
all 
        Very 
much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
8a. What is it about Rachel's text that makes it seem like she does not want to meet up for lunch? 
(appears if respondent selects a rating of 3 or lower) 
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Phillip 1 Phillip 2 
9. In your opinion, how polite is Phillip being? 
Very 
rude 
        Very 
polite 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
9a. What could Phillip do to make his text message more polite? (appears if respondent selects a 
rating of 3 or lower) 
  
Kathryn 1 Kathryn 2 
10. How excited is Kathryn about Taylor's engagement? 
Not 
excited 
at all 
        Extremely 
excited 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Holly 1 Holly 2 
 
  
Holly 1 Holly 2 
11. How much does Holly want to go to the recipient's housewarming? 
Not at 
all 
        Very 
much 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
 
Section 2: Short answer 
In this section, you will see a series of text messages between two people. Again, the texts in 
gray bubbles correspond with the name at the top of the phone, and the person who has sent the 
texts in blue bubbles will be referred to as the "recipient." 
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These questions will ask about the texter's tone. For instance, are they being polite or rude? Do 
they seem upset or rushed? Are they being sincere or insincere? (You are not limited to these 
options-- feel free to use any words that come to your mind regarding the texter's tone.) Please 
answer the questions to the best of your ability and (when prompted) explain your answer if 
possible. 
  
Janae 1 Janae 2 
12. In your own words, how would you describe Janae's tone? Why? 
 
 
 
  
Mariah 1 Mariah 2 
13. In your own words, how would you describe Mariah’s tone? Why? 
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Alyssa 1 Alyssa 2 
 
14. In your own words, how would you describe Alyssa’s tone? Why? 
  
Tierra 1 Tierra 2 
15. Which of Tierra’s texts would you consider to be a question? 
a. Text #1 
b. Text #2 
c. Both texts are questions 
d. Neither text is a question 
15a. Would you ever punctuate a text message like Tierra did in the picture above? 
78 
 
  
Caleb 1 Caleb 2 
 
16. In your own words, how would you describe Caleb’s tone? Why? 
  
Jaime 1 Jaime 2 
17. In your own words, how would you describe Jaime’s tone? Why? 
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Lucas 1 Lucas 2 
  
Lucas 3 Lucas 4 
 
 
18. In your own words, how would you describe Lucas’s tone? Why? 
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Quin 1 Quin 2 
  
Quin 3 Quin 4 
  
19. In your own words, how would you describe Quin’s tone? Why? 
  
Marco 1 Marco 2 
20. In your own words, how would you describe Marco’s tone? Why?  
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Appendix C: Interview Protocol 
 Script prior to interview: Thanks again for being willing to participate in this part of the 
study. As I’ve mentioned before, the goal of this study is to gain an understanding of how native 
and non-native English speakers interpret punctuation in text messages. This portion of the study 
will help me understand why you, and other participants, selected the answers you did on the 
survey. 
[Review aspects of the consent form/waiver.] 
By signing the consent form/waiver, you agreed to have this interview audio recorded if you took 
part in this portion of the study. Are you still okay with this conversation being recorded? 
If yes: Thank you! Feel free to tell me if there is any part of the interview that you don’t want 
recorded. 
If no: Thank you for letting me know. I will only take notes of our conversation. 
Before we get started, do you have any questions? 
 
Types of Interview Questions 
Type of Question Explanation of Type of 
Question 
Example of Type of 
Question 
Item-based questions Questions that the researcher 
designs based on each 
participant’s survey responses 
In the survey, you answered 
question 3 by saying Alyssa 
is not looking forward to her 
parents coming to town at 
all. What was it about 
Alyssa’s text that gave you 
this interpretation? (via 
Skype, send screenshot of 
Alyssa’s text to remind 
participant of the survey 
item) 
Probing questions Questions based on the 
participant’s response during 
the interview 
Just now, you mentioned that 
you never end text messages 
with a period. Why is that? 
Miscommunication questions Questions focused on whether 
or not the participant has 
experienced 
miscommunication while 
texting an NS or NNS 
(If participant is NS) Have 
you ever texted a non-native 
English speaker? Has this 
ever led to 
miscommunication? What 
was that like? 
Resolving misunderstanding 
questions 
Questions focused on how 
NSs and NNSs resolve 
misunderstanding via text.  
When you do experience 
miscommunication in texts, 
how do you help the person 
you’re texting to understand 
what you mean? 
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Appendix D: Additional Demographic Information 
First Language Breakdown of L2 English Learners 
Language Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Afrikaans 1 0.89 
Arabic 6 5.36 
Basque 1 0.89 
Chinese 22 19.64 
Danish 1 0.89 
Dutch 1 0.89 
Filipino 1 0.89 
French 9 8.04 
German 7 6.25 
Hindi 1 0.89 
Hungarian 1 0.89 
Indonesian 1 0.89 
Javanese 1 0.89 
Italian 3 2.68 
Japanese 2 1.79 
Kikuyu 1 0.89 
Korean 3 2.68 
Macedonian 1 0.89 
Persian 1 0.89 
Polish 1 0.89 
Portuguese 6 5.36 
Romanian 2 1.79 
Russian 10 8.93 
Serbo-Croatian 3 2.68 
Spanish 18 16.07 
Tagalog 1 0.89 
Turkish 7 6.25 
Ukrainian 2 1.79 
Urdu 1 0.89 
Vietnamese 2 1.79 
 
First Languages (in addition to English) Learned by Bilingual Participants 
Language Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Chichewa 1 5.88 
Chinese 6 35.29 
French 1 5.88 
German 2 11.76 
Gujarati 1 5.88 
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First Languages (in addition to English) Learned by Bilingual Participants (cont.) 
Language Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Hindi 2 11.76 
Italian 1 5.88 
Russian 1 5.88 
Spanish 1 5.88 
Vietnamese 2 11.76 
 
 “In what year did you first get a cell phone?” 
Year Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Before 2000 16 5.35 
2001-2005 95 31.77 
2006-2010 134 44.82 
2011-2015 53 17.73 
2016 or later 1 0.33 
 
“In what year did you first get a smart phone?” 
Year Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Before 2000 0 0 
2001-2005 9 3.01 
2006-2010 93 31.1 
2011-2015 181 60.54 
2016 or later 15 5.02 
 
 “On average, how many text messages do you send per day? (Please include phone-based 
messenger apps such as WhatsApp and Facebook Messenger.)” 
Number of Texts Sent Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Fewer than 10 41 13.71 
11-25 61 20.4 
26-50 77 25.75 
51-75 33 11.04 
76-100 32 10.7 
100-125 22 7.36 
126-150 2 0.67 
Over 150 31 10.37 
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“On average, how many text messages do you send in English per day?” 
Number of Texts Sent Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Fewer than 10 70 23.41 
11-25 76 25.42 
26-50 56 18.73 
51-75 33 11.04 
76-100 26 8.7 
100-125 14 4.68 
126-150 1 0.33 
Over 150 22 7.36 
 
“Who do you text most frequently?” 
Text Recipient(s) Number of Respondents Percentage of Respondents 
Classmates 3 1 
Family 78 26.09 
Friends 206 69 
Significant Other 6 2.01 
Work Colleagues 5 1.67 
Other 1 0.33 
 
 
